
Congressional 
Research Service 

Informing the legislative debate since 1914 



Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill: Recent Activities 
and Ongoing Developments 



Jonathan L. Ramseur 

Specialist in Environmental Policy 

April 17, 2015 



Congressional Research Service 

7-5700 

www.crs.gov 

R42942 



CRS REPORT 

Prepared for Members and 
Committees of Congress — 



Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill: Recent Activities and Ongoing Developments 



Summary 

In the wake of the explosion of the Deepwater Horizon offshore drilling rig in the Gulf of Mexico 
on April 20, 2010, federal agencies, state and local government agencies, and responsible parties 
faced an unprecedented challenge. An oil discharge continued for 87 days, resulting in the largest 
ever oil spill in U.S. waters. 

Led by the U.S. Coast Guard, response activities were extensive for several years but have 
diminished substantially: 

• At the height of operations (summer of 20 1 0), response personnel numbered over 
47,000. 

• As of April 2015, 30 response personnel, including federal officials and civilians, 
are working on activities related to the Deepwater Horizon incident. 

• In February 20 1 5, a Coast Guard memorandum announced that in March 2015, 
the Gulf Coast Incident Management Team (GC1MT) would “transition from 
Phase III (Operations) ... and reconstitute as a Phase IV Documentation Team.” 

As part of that transition, Coast Guard field unit commanders would respond to 
reports of oil spills in their respective areas of responsibility. 

As one of the responsible parties, BP has spent over $14 billion in cleanup operations. In addition, 
BP has paid over $ 1 5 billion to the federal government, state and local governments, and private 
parties for economic claims and other expenses, including reimbursements for response costs 
related to the oil spill. BP and other responsible parties have agreed to civil and/or criminal 
settlements with the Department of Justice (DOJ). Settlements from various parties, to date, total 
almost $6 billion. BP’s potential civil penalties under the Clean Water Act (CWA), which could 
be considerable, are not yet determined. 

The natural resources damage assessment (NRDA) process, conducted by federal, state, and other 
trustees, is ongoing and is now in its restoration planning phase. BP agreed to pay $1 billion to 
support early restoration projects. Ten such projects have been funded to date, with aggregate 
estimated costs of approximately $71 million. In December 2013, the trustees proposed an 
additional $627 million to fund 44 restoration projects. The trustees prepared a final plan for these 
projects in June 2014. 

In addition, the RESTORE Act, enacted in 2012, directs 80% of any administrative and civil 
CWA penalty revenue into a newly created trust fund, which supports environmental and 
economic restoration projects in the Gulf states. Approximately $800 million is expected to be 
available from a civil CWA settlement with Transocean — one of the responsible parties — but 
projects have yet to receive funding. 

The DeepM’ater Horizon incident generated considerable interest in offshore drilling safety and 
related issues. In 2011, the Secretary of the Department of the Interior (DOI) redefined the 
responsibilities previously performed by the Minerals Management Service (MMS) and 
reassigned the functions of the offshore energy program among three separate organizations: the 
Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM), the Bureau of Safety and Environmental 
Enforcement (BSEE), and the Office of Natural Resources Revenue (ONRR). 

These agencies have promulgated several rulemaking changes, some of which are based on issues 
raised by the Deepwater Horizon spill. For example, on April 13, 2015, BSEE released a 
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proposed rule (prior to Federal Register publication) that would alter the requirements for 
blowout preventers and specific drilling practices/procedures. 

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) proposed a rule on January 22, 2015, that would 
amend dispersant regulations in 40 CFR Part 300, Subpart J. Dispersants received considerable 
attention during the Deepwater Horizon oil spill response. EPA’s January 2015 proposed rule 
would, among other provisions, establish a threshold for toxicity and revise the minimum criteria 
for dispersant effectiveness. 

During and soon after the spill response, congressional interest was high, but it has since 
decreased. Although previous Congresses (1 1 1 th - 1 1 3 th ) enacted several oil-spill-related bills, the 
provisions in these laws (other than the RESTORE Act) generally concern short-term matters that 
did not have a lasting impact on oil spill governance. In general, oil-spill-related bills in recent 
years have addressed issues not directly related to the Deepwater Horizon incident. 
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Introduction 

In the wake of the explosion of the Deepwater Horizon offshore drilling rig on April 20,201 0, 
federal agencies, state and local government agencies, and responsible parties 1 faced an 
unprecedented challenge. Never before had a subsea drilling system discharge of this magnitude, 
or an oil spill of this size — estimated at approximately 206 million gallons (4.9 million barrels) — 
occurred in U.S. waters. 2 

The incident tested the public and private response capabilities, as well as the legal framework of 
liability and compensation under the Oil Pollution Act. 3 The oil spill cleanup, natural resource 
damage assessment (NRDA), and compensation processes continue today. 

This report provides a summary update of selected issues related to the 2010 Deepwater Horizon 
oil spill: 



• Oil spill response, 

• Fate of the oil, 

• Gulf Coast restoration, 

• Economic claims and other payments, 

• Civil and criminal settlements, 

• Department of the Interior regulatory developments, 

• Dispersant regulations, 

• Congressional activity, and 

• Investigations and reports. 

More detailed analysis of these and other issues is addressed in other CRS products, some of 
which are listed at the end of this report. 



1 Although BP is discussed as if it is the sole responsible party — a key term in the existing liability and compensation 
framework — other entities are also considered responsible parties. The Department of Justice (DOJ) named nine 
defendants in a civil suit fded December 15, 2010 (press release at http://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/2010/December/10- 
ag-1442.html). For example. Transocean owned the Deepwater Horizon drilling rig. Three companies own the 
Macondo well: BP has a 65% share, Anadarko Petroleum Corporation has a 25% share, and MOEX Offshore has a 
10% share. See National Commission on the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill and Offshore Drilling, “Deep Water: The 
Gulf Oil Disaster and the Future of Offshore Drilling,” report to the President, January 2011. 

2 An estimated 17% of this oil did not enter the Gulf environment but was directly recovered from the wellhead by BP. 
See the Federal Interagency Solutions Group, Oil Budget Calculator Science and Engineering Team, Oil Budget 
Calculator: Deepwater Horizon-Technical Documentation, November 2010. See also CRS Report R41531, Deepwater 
Horizon Oil Spill: The Fate of the Oil, by Jonathan L. Ramseur. 

3 P.L. 101-380, primarily codified at 33 U.S.C. §2701 et seq. The Oil Pollution Act amended other sections of the U.S. 
Code, including the Clean Water Act (e.g., 33 U.S.C. §1321) and portions of the tax code (26 U.S.C. §4611 and 
§9509). See CRS Report R41679, Liability and Compensation Issues Raised by the 2010 Gulf Oil Spill, by Jonathan L. 
Ramseur. 
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Oil Spill Response Activities 

The uncontrolled discharge from the Deepwater Horizon continued for approximately 87 days 
until, following several attempts, responders gained control of the release on July 15, 2010. The 
response involved multiple agencies. As this spill occurred in the coastal zone, an on-scene 
coordinator from the U.S. Coast Guard continues to direct and coordinate the on-site activities of 
federal, state, local, and private entities (e.g., BP and its contractors). This framework of multiple 
parties working together under the leadership of the federal government is referred to as the 
Unified Command. 

During the height of operations in the summer of 2010, 

• response personnel levels reached 47,000, and response vessel numbers 
approached 7,000 4 ; and 

• the maximum extent of shoreline oiling involved almost 1,100 miles of 
shoreline. 5 

Response activities specific to the 2010 incident have diminished substantially: 

• In June 2013, the Coast Guard announced that the shorelines of Alabama, 

Florida, and Mississippi returned to the pre-spill reporting system via the 
National Response Center. 6 

• In April 2014, the Coast Guard announced that Louisiana shoreline activities will 
transition to a “Middle Response” process, akin to the process in Alabama, 

Florida, and Mississippi. 7 At that time, the federal on-scene coordinator stated 
that “this response is not over — not by a long shot. The transition to the Middle 
Response process does not end clean-up operations.” 8 

• In February 20 1 5, a Coast Guard memorandum announced that in March 2015, 
the Gulf Coast Incident Management Team would “transition from Phase 111 
(Operations) ... and reconstitute as a Phase IV Documentation Team.” 9 As part of 



4 See “Operational Updates,” which were issued daily during the height of the oil spill response. Archived updates are 
available at http://www.restorethegulf.gov. 

5 Gulf Coast Incident Management Team, Deepwater Horizon Response: Situation Executive Summary, December 
2013, http://www.restorethegulf.gov. 

6 Unified Command, “U.S. Coast Guard Deepwater Horizon Response transitions to National Response Center 
reporting,” press release, June 10, 2013, http://www.restorethegulf.gov. 

7 As described by the federal on-scene coordinator, “while not an official response term under the NCP, the tenn 
‘Middle Response’ has been used colloquially to describe the [National Response Center] process of responding to 
reports of oiling across the Gulf with (1) dedicated Coast Guard teams pre-positioned for rapid response to Deepwater 
Horizon oil and (2) pre-stationed Oil Spill Removal Organizations on standby, ready to clean up when required.” See 
memorandum from federal on-scene coordinator (Sparks) to Gulf Coast Incident Management Team, April 15, 2014, 
http://www.restorethegulf.gov/sites/default/files/u306/ 

04 . 1 5 . 1 4%20F OSC%20Update%200n%20Deepwater%20Horizon%20Response.pdf. 

8 U.S. Coast Guard, “Different Tactics, but Deepwater Horizon Response Is Far from Complete,” press release, April 
15, 2014, http://www.uscgnews.com/go/doc/4007/2144850/Different-tactics-but-Deepwater-Horizon-Response-is-far- 
from-complete. 

9 Memorandum from federal on-scene coordinator (Nolan) to Coast Guard District Eight, February 26, 2015 (provided 
to CRS via internal communication with the Coast Guard). 
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